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The Atlas Collection seeks to highlight our coffee sourcing values—quality, ethics, collaboration, and 
integrity—which act as our tools for exploring the complex world of coffee. This coffee from the 
Mukuyuni Farmers Society in Kenya is a wonderful example of  INTEGRITY.

Kenya is a land of contrasts. Those are words spoken by Vava Angwenyi, founder of Vava Coffee Ltd, a 
vertically integrated export and social bene�it company based out of Nairobi. The contrasts can be 

extreme, in the geographic sense: there are grasslands, deserts, forests, huge 
mountain ranges with their own microclimates, and even beaches and 
seafront. But there are also great contrasts in the industry of coffee, a large 
source of pride for the agricultural sector of the country. Kenyan coffees 
typically receive high cupping scores, higher prices in the global 
marketplace, and even higher appreciation and visibility for complex cup 
pro�iles.¹ And yet, even casual readers who compare reports about coffee 
production in Kenya² and what producers are able to take to market and 
earn from their coffee cherry, in contrast with reports from the Global Living 
Wage Coalition3 and other journalism, can see that so many smallholder 
farmers and others in Kenya are still living below the poverty line. A deeper 
dive could show that, in a country where two-thirds of coffee growers are 
smallholder farmers, barely half of them are above an economically viable 
production level.4 

These types of disparities and contrasts don’t always add up. It has made it 
dif�icult for roasting companies to understand the global coffee landscape 
and their role within it. This is the purpose of creating and abiding by a set of 
sourcing values, something that’s becoming increasingly important to 
maintain accountability, progressive education, and intention in coffee 
purchasing. A strong foundation grounded in values can help roasters and 
buyers push past the surface levels of specialty coffee to learn about all 
layers of contrasts, from the visible ones that determine terroir and the 
nuances of the culinary experience of coffees from Kenya, to the more 

invisible dichotomy that determines the social sustainability of coffee for producers in the country. 
There is a long history of the coffee trade perpetuating poverty, which means there is a lot of work to 
do to subvert that structure and work against it. 
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Vava Angwenyi has been able to see these dynamics from all sides. She is a coffee producer, exporter, 
and leader of a movement. As a young person, she left her home country of Kenya to pursue 
education, an opportunity she credits to her parents, who prioritized their children’s futures above all 
else. She gained a classical education in economics and mathematics, but even before she completed 
her studies she had found her passion for coffee. She had attempted to use her master’s thesis as a 
way to invest in better data but found it dif�icult to �ind traction or a good place to start. Since then 
she’s used her researcher’s training to spread awareness that knowledge is power for every actor in 
coffee. Whether you are a roaster, coffee producer, or young person who wants to have a long and 
successful career, investing in better data can create sustainable, measurable, actionable, realistic, 
and timely solutions for long-term equity in the coffee supply stream. Vava is living and enacting her 
own goals to positively impact African agripreneurs (her term for entrepreneurs in the agricultural 
sector). She uses her company, Vava Coffee Ltd, to provide education and tools for producers to learn 
more about the products they have to sell in the marketplace, and she intentionally includes women 

and young people in all aspects of this work. She 
also realized that change, especially around 
complex and 
culturally-penetrated/socially-constructed 
challenges with gender empowerment, won’t 
come from just one effort, or a single, for-pro�it 
company. She had the incredible foresight to 
also start a hybrid social impact enterprise, 
Gente del Futuro, which began in collaboration 
with coffee professionals and producers in 
Colombia. In a transnational partnership, she 
saw the power in collaborative networks that 
work against systems that bene�it from 
struggles in isolation. She sees coffee as a tool 
for change:

“The people in this country—and speci�ically in 
this community—have great potential. They just 
need a little help in certain areas, like a little 
boost of con�idence and someone who believes in 
them enough to invest in them. So, we decided to 
invest in the people and the homes where we are 
from. [...] If you are operating in a community 

whose resources you are utilizing, it only makes sense that should give back to that community in some 
way. One way of doing that is employment opportunities, but another is generating money that can 
circulate within that community and create more opportunities. It will help your business in the end, too. 
Women, too, must be one another’s greatest advocates. Changing a patriarchal system is tough work, 
but more joint conversations and giving everyone a seat at the table is the way to go.” 5

A producer herself, she uses her extended role as an exporter to work directly with other producers 
in the systems Kenya already has in place to trade coffee. The country’s marketplace functions in two 
ways: through a weekly auction called the Nairobi Coffee Exchange, and through direct transactions 
with foreign buyers. It’s taken her many years to build partnerships with hundreds of smallholder 
farmers, but now she represents many different growing regions of Kenya to foreign buyers. She has 
had to work within and against the patriarchal structure that exists in Kenya, too, and advocate for 
better incomes for producers while creating the tools they all need to access those incomes. 

5 BREWING SOCIAL IMPACT AND COFFEE CULTURE IN KENYA: INTERVIEW WITH VAVA ANGWENYI 
(FOUNDER OF VAVA COFFEE) BY JOHN MEYER

Take, for example, the Mukuyuni Farmers Cooperative Society. Just 
over 25 years ago, this group of farmers split off from a larger 
factory to form their own cooperative, and Vava speaks about 
them as a very progressive group. She shared tangible examples 
with us to get a better picture:

“As an example, you can point to organic farming practices, 
FairTrade certi�ication, 100% members being current with dues, 
active demonstration plots, full-time quality mobilizers, and regular 
mandatory training. Here you’ll �ind clean stores, clean �ields, newly 
purchased digital scales, new electrical motors for pulping 
machines, a new lorry to facilitate collections for further farmers, a 
regular internal magazine on coffee production, and committees set 
to researching ongoing improvements. Their 10-person 
management board is consistently half or more female, despite 
women making up ~ 347 of the 932 total members.“

The Mukuyuni FCS borrows its name from the town of the same 
name which – in turn – takes from the River Mukuyuni that runs 
through Machakos County in the South-Eastern part of Kenya. The 
name translates literally to 'next to the giant �ig tree' in the 
language of the local Kamba Tribe, as under the �ig tree was where 

meetings were once held, and later, where a town cropped up. Along with coffee, �igs constitute an 
intentional crop diversi�ication strategy that also includes �lowers and honey, cattle and cattle feed, 
and a healthy chicken hatchery.

Vava’s most recent enterprise permits her social impact and for-pro�it efforts to overlap. She is 
building the �irst specialty coffee space (a coffee shop) and Coffee Educational Facility on Lamu 
Island. This joint venture is called La Dulce Toro Lamu. It’s located on an island off the coast of 
Kenya that historically relied on tourism for the majority of its economic activity. Unfortunately, 
tourism has declined enormously over the past couple of years, a widespread impact of the 
pandemic. Vava saw the potential for utilizing the space for education by bringing in young people 
who are interested in careers in the retail coffee space while furthering the domestic consumption 
of coffee in Kenya, something that has been growing steadily for many years. Vava has actually 
contributed to that growth, as her organization has been one of the most active roasting companies 
in recent years—in fact, that’s how she started her brand. It wasn’t successful at �irst, but she saw it 
as a powerful value-add for everyone in her immediate supply stream. Through the community cafe 
on Lamu, she is not only showcasing coffees from all regions of the country for folks to taste, but 
she’s highlighting the power of partnerships, as well.
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Joe Coffee team 
meeting with Vava and 
her students for the 
kick off of the 
mentorship program 
this winter. 

A coffee book like no other, 
Coffee Milk Blood by Vava 
Angwenyi is a visual 
celebration of the 
empowerment and resilience 
of Kenyan women in coffee 
from a Kenyan perspective. 
Captivating and beautiful, 
Coffee Milk Blood offers an 
irresistible invitation to look 
at Kenya with fresh eyes.


